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Michael Morpurgo: Stories of Wartime 

 

About this pack 

This special Chatterbooks pack highlights two stories of wartime by master storyteller Michael 
Morpurgo: Private Peaceful and A Medal for Leroy. Here you’ll find activity and discussion ideas 
around these two books, plus suggestions for further reading – aimed especially at young people 
aged 10+ 
This is a resource which can support the events programme being launched on March 31st 2014 
with Private Peaceful Day, when Michael Morpurgo will give a live Q&A via satellite following 
special screenings of the Private Peaceful film for schools.  
This is a major screening event for schools, and 100 cinemas will show the film across the UK as part 
of the Centenary commemorations of WW1. Students will then be able to watch Michael answer 
questions live about Private Peaceful after the screening.  
Have a look at the Private Peaceful website for more background information about the book and 
the film. 
You can also find out more at www.michaelmorpurgo.com  
 
This pack is brought to you by The Reading Agency and their publisher partner HarperCollins 
Children’s Books.  
 
Chatterbooks is a reading group programme for children aged 4 to 14 years. It is coordinated by 
The Reading Agency and its patron is author Dame Jacqueline Wilson. Chatterbooks groups run in 
libraries and schools, supporting and inspiring children’s literacy development by encouraging them 
to have a really good time reading and talking about books. 
 
The Reading Agency is an independent charity working to inspire more people to read more 
through programmes for adults, young people and Children – including the Summer Reading 
Challenge, and Chatterbooks. See www.readingagency.org.uk   
 
Children’s Reading Partners is a national partnership of children’s publishers and libraries working 
together to bring reading promotions and author events to as many children and young people as 
possible. 
 
Contents 
3 About Michel Morpurgo 
4-8 About Private Peaceful – the book and the film; discussion & activity ideas 
9-13 About A Medal for Leroy – the book; discussion and activity ideas 
 

 
For more reading, activity and discussion ideas on the theme of World War 1, see our Chatterbooks 
World War 1 pack. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.privatepeaceful.co.uk/
http://www.michaelmorpurgo.com/
http://www.readingagency.org.uk/
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About Michael Morpurgo    
Michael Morpurgo is one of the UK’s best-loved authors and 

storytellers. He was appointed Children’s Laureate in May 2003, a 
post he helped to set up with his friend Ted Hughes in 1999. He 
was awarded an OBE for services to Literature in the Queen’s 
Birthday Honours in 2007. He has written over 120 books, 
including Kensuke’s Kingdom which won the Children’s Book 

Award 2000 and was shortlisted for the Whitbread Children’s 
Book Award and the Carnegie Medal in 2000.    His novel, Private 

Peaceful, a harrowing story about the First World War, was published 
Autumn 2003. It won the 2004 Red House Children’s Book Award and the 

Blue Peter Book Award in 2005. His novel Shadow about a boy from Afghanistan and the dog he 
befriends won the Red House Children’s Book Award 2011, voted for by children. Pinocchio by 
Michael Morpurgo, illustrated by Emma Chichester-Clark will be published in September 2013. To 
celebrate his 70th birthday, Harper Collins will publish Of Lions and Unicorns, a collection of short 
stories and extracts from Michael’s favourite books. 

Many of Michael’s books have been adapted for the stage. These include Private Peaceful, 
Kensuke’s Kingdom, Why the Whales Came and The Mozart Question, and most notably, the 
National Theatre’s production of War Horse. This production of Michael’s moving and powerful 
story of survival on the Western Front, which reached number one in the Observer’s top ten 
theatre performances and was also awarded the best design prize in the Evening Standard Theatre 
Awards. This production has now moved to New York where it has been awarded five Tony Awards. 
The film of War Horse by Steven Spielberg released in January 2012.   
Michael travels all over the UK and abroad talking to children and telling his stories and 
encouraging them to tell theirs.  
In 1976, Michael and his wife, Clare, started the charity Farms for City Children. They help to run 
three farms around the country, in Gloucestershire, Pembrokeshire and North Devon. Each farm 
offers children and teachers from urban primary schools the chance to live and work in the 
countryside for a week, and gain hands-on experience. For more information about the work of 
Farms for City Children, please visit www.farmsforcitychildren.co.uk 
Michael Morpurgo lives in Devon with his wife Clare. He has three children and seven 
grandchildren. 
Michael Morpurgo’s website is at: www.michaelmorpurgo.com  

 
Honouring the dead – Michael Morpurgo writing in The Guardian 1 Jan 2014 
In 2014, as we begin to mark the centenary of the First World War, we should honour those who 
died, most certainly, and gratefully too, but we should never glorify. We should heed the words of 
those who were there, who did the fighting, and some of them the dying. Wilf Ellis, Harry Patch, 
Sassoon, Thomas and Owen. Siegfried Sassoon wrote of "the callous complacency" of those back 
home who wished only to prolong the war, no matter what the cost. To Wilfred Owen, the words 
Horace had used to glorify war centuries before, "Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori" – how 
sweet and fitting it is to die for your country – were simply "the old lie". 

During these next four years of commemoration we should read the poems, the stories, the history, 
the diaries, visit the cemeteries – German cemeteries as well as ours – they were all sons and 
brothers and lovers and husbands and fathers too. 

http://www.farmsforcitychildren.co.uk/
http://www.farmsforcitychildren.co.uk/
http://www.michaelmorpurgo.com/
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About Private Peaceful – the book and the film 

Private Peaceful   HarperCollins  978-0007486441 
Longer novels from Children's Laureate Michael Morpurgo are always a 
particular treat, and Private Peaceful is no exception. Tragic, surprising 
and engaging in equal measures, Morpurgo's novel charts both the 
childhood of young Thomas Peaceful in the early years of the 20th 
century, and his eventual under-age enlistment in the British army to 
help fight the First World War. 

It is, above all, a poignant story of war and about all of its many life-
changing effects on those involved -- the brutality of the commanding 
regimes and the relentless squalor of trench warfare.  
It's not for the squeamish -- Morpurgo tells it like it was and his honest 
insight is on every page.  

From those terrible battlefields "Tommo" Peaceful is recalling his childhood. He remembers his big 
brother Charlie taking him to his first day of school, the death of his father, his mum working hard 
to keep a roof over their heads and food on their table. He remembers his brother Joe, who some 
called simple, but for Tommo was very special. He also recalls the only girl in his life, Molly, and 
how Charlie somehow took her away from him. But as the world turned to war, he had to grow up 
fast. Together Charlie and Tommo enlist and are sent to France, almost immediately, to what could 
only be described as pure hell on Earth. Bullets, bombs, death. Shells, noise, dirt. Disease, rats, 
stench. Charlie and Tommo fight for their lives and to stay together-- facing certain death every 
time they try to advance the British lines.  

A key theme of this book is the execution of soldiers in WW1 for cowardice or desertion. As Michael 
Morpurgo says in his ‘Postcript’ we now know many of these men were traumatised by shell shock. 
Court martials were brief, the accused often unrepresented. A conditional pardon was granted to 
these men in November 2006.  

Extract: I have not had dry feet since I got here. I go to sleep wet, I wake up wet, and the cold 
soaks through my sodden clothes and into my aching bones. Only sleep brings any real relief, sleep 
and food. God, how we long for both. Wilkie moves among us at dawn on the firestep, a word here, 
a smile there. He keeps us going, keeps us up to the mark. If he has fear he never shows it, and if 
that is courage then we’re beginning to catch it. 

 

Read more    
Here are some more books about young men and women on the front line in France 
 

Author Title Publisher ISBN 

Sam Angus Soldier Dog Macmillan 978-1447220053 

Barroux Line of Fire Phoenix Yard Books 978-1907912399 

Linda Newbery Tilly’s Promise Barrington Stoke 978-1781122938 

James Riordan When the Guns Fall Silent OUP 978-0192735706 
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The film 
The film of Private Peaceful has a website at www.privatepeaceful.co.uk and is also 
available on DVD. 

Private Peaceful    Eagle Media    B008Z07RIK 

Here’s how the film is described on Amazon: 
Adapted from the best-selling novel by Children s Laureate and writer of War Horse Michael 
Morpurgo, Private Peaceful is an emotional and uplifting film about the journey of two devoted 
brothers through their childhood and adolescence in rural Devon to enlisting in the military for the 
First World War. On the home front, Private Peaceful is a story of fierce family loyalties and 
brothers divided by their love for the same girl. At war, it encompasses heroism, cowardice, 
brutality and the ultimate sacrifice.  
Key Cast Members; Jack O Connell (Skins, Harry Brown), George Mackay (Defiance, Best of Men, 
Birdsong) and Alexandra Roach (The Iron Lady, Anna Karenina) with Richard Griffiths, Frances de La 
Tour, John Lynch & Maxine Peake. The film is directed by Pat O Connor (Circle of Friends, Dancing at 
Lughnasa). 

 

Things to discuss 

What do you remember most about this story?  

Which parts do people like best in this book? 

What do people like the least? 

Talk about the reasons for your responses. 

In which parts of the story do you especially think Michael Morpurgo is a good 
storyteller?  Why? 

Where you think he has especially caught the action, or people’s feelings, or their 
characters? 

Have a look at how he uses the following 

 Different tenses  - eg. using the present tense for scenes of action 

 Imagery, such as similes and metaphors  

 Descriptions of nature – what effect do these descriptions have for you? – eg. 
when he thinks of his mother:  I think of high hedges and deep lanes and our 
walks down to the river together… meadowsweet, honeysuckle and vetch; 
Leaving for war: A heron lifted off the river and accompanied us for a while…;  
Drill on the front line: The ground under us was still warm with summer, and 
there were buttercups 

 As Tommo told his story and the hours ticked by, what did you think was going 
to happen at the end? 

 

http://www.privatepeaceful.net/
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Reasons for enlisting 

Talk about why people enlisted to fight when war was declared – eg. for your 
country; for your family; your duty; not wanting to seem a coward. 
In Private Peaceful the enlisting officer says there is ‘only one question to ask yourself 
about this war. Who would you rather see marching through your streets? Us or the 
Hun? They’ll come marching through here burning your houses, killing your children, 
and, yes, violating your women.’ 

‘I’m looking for boys with hearts of oak, lads who love their King and their country, 
brave boys who hate the lousy Hun.’ 

 
And here’s an excerpt from a poem written by a woman at the time of WW1: 

‘Kind stranger, not for soldier son, 

Of shame, not grief, my heart will break. 

Three stalwarts have I, but not one 

Doth risk his life for England’s sake!’  Matilda Betham-Edwards 

 

Diaries and letters 

Discuss the differences there can be between what’s written in diaries, and what’s 
said in letters – e.g. diaries will tell more of the reality, and in more detail.   
Talk about why you think this is. 

 

Dangers and discomforts – ‘the cold soaks through my sodden clothes…’ 

Collect together on a flipchart all the things you can think of, and the things you find 
in this book, that the soldiers on the front-line had to endure. 

Then list all the things that could help to cheer them – both memories of home, and 
pleasures that they sometimes found in France. 

 

‘Remembrances are real’ 
“Don’t wish, Tommo. Remember...” 
If you had to go away, maybe for something difficult or dangerous, what object might 
you take with you to remind you of home?   And what special memory might you 
hold on to? 
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Ideas for activities 

Tommo’s story 

What do you think happened to Tommo?  Have a go at writing more of his story – 
this can be after the war as well. Remember that at the end of the book he says         
“I have promises to keep.”  

 

Molly’s diary 

Have a look at Molly’s letter to Tommo, and think about the differences between 
what we write in letters and in diaries.  What might Molly confide to her diary at this 
time?  Write an entry for her diary.             
           

A letter home 

 Make some notes on what you have learned from Private Peaceful 
on what it was like on the front-line – in the trenches and dug-
outs. 

Research pictures of the World War 1 front-line. In the 
Chatterbooks WW1 pack there are suggestions for books and 
websites you could use. 

Imagine you are holed up in a dug-out and there’s chance to write a letter home to 
your family.  Have a go at writing this letter, using the information you have 
gathered. Think about what you want to tell them, and what you may not want to 
say. 

 
In the trenches: Drama activity 
Look at the lists you made of ‘Dangers and discomforts’ (above). 
Imagine you and your fellow soldiers are in a dug-out. It’s the night before some big 
action and a new soldier has just joined your platoon. Create a short role-play where 
you welcome the newcomer and show him round the dug-out, telling him about 
everything, and trying to prepare and support him, before the battle tomorrow. 

In the trenches: Art activity 
Again using your lists from ‘Dangers and discomforts’, draw or 
paint a picture of a dug-out; or make a model of a dug-out, using 
a cardboard box without a lid, as the basis for this.    

 

Your WW1 Anthology 
Collect together your group’s own anthology of poems, quotations and story 
excerpts, with a wartime theme. 

http://readingagency.org.uk/children/003-tips/wwi-chatterbooks-activity-pack.html
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People in the story  

Think of words to describe these people in Private Peaceful and give examples of 
their actions or speech, which shows their characters.  You can quote from the book. 
 

 Adjectives Examples of actions and words 

Captain Wilkes Brave “If he has fear he never shows it, and if that is courage 
then we’re beginning to catch it”. 

Tommo   

Charlie   

Molly   

Mother   

Big Joe   

‘Mrs Wolf’   

The Colonel   

Sergeant Hanley   

 

 

Private Peaceful – the book and the film 

Together in your group watch the DVD of Private Peaceful, then read the book 

OR… the other way round!    

Compare the two formats and experiences – here are some questions you could use 
to get discussion going: 

 

 Film or book – which had more impact, and got to you the most? 

 Which gave you a clearer idea of the storyline, the characters, and the war? 

 What do you remember most from each? 

 Do you think the film is true to the book? 

 If you read the book first, did the film live up to what you imagined? 

 Did each format enrich the other?  Did each help you to understand more 
about the other? 
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About A Medal for Leroy  
 

A Medal for Leroy    HarperCollins    
978-0007339686   

This book is inspired by the true story of Walter Tull, the first black 
officer in the British army.    
It’s a novel about families, identity and loss by bestselling award-
winning author of War Horse.   
 
 
Michael doesn’t remember his father, an RAF pilot lost in the war. 
And his French mother, heartbroken and passionate, doesn’t like to 
talk about her husband. But then Auntie Snowdrop gives Michael a 
medal, followed by a photograph, which begin to reveal a hidden 
history.   A story of love and loss.   A story that will change everything 
– and reveal to Michael who he really is… 

A key theme of this book is the delayed recognition of the bravery of black soldiers in World War 
One – there is information about this in the ‘Afterword’ at the end of the book. 

 

Here are some more books to read about Walter Tull, and two fiction titles about girls’ experiences 
as nurses in World War One. 

 

Author Title Publisher ISBN 

Michaela Morgan Respect! (based on Walter Tull’s life) Barrington Stoke 978-1842999899 

Michaela Morgan Walter Tull’s Scrapbook Frances Lincoln 978-1847802125 

Linda Newbery Tilly’s Promise Barrington Stoke 978-1781122938 

Anne Perry Rose of No Man’s Land Barrington Stoke 978-1842994870 

 

 

Things to discuss 

Name calling  

Calling people names, and giving them nicknames, is sometimes affectionate, but 
sometimes cruel.   
In this book Leroy is called Darky because he is black, and The Wizard because he is 
brilliant at football.  Michael is called Poodle because of his curly hair.  
During the war there were names for soldiers from different countries: Tommy, Fritz, 
Frogs, Rosbifs, Huns.       (See p13 and p137) 
Talk about names you have been called – names that you like, names which may 
have hurt. What can you do to deal with name-calling? 
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Quoting from Shakespeare! 

‘Once more into the breach, dear friends, once more’ – In A Medal for Leroy Michael’s 
mother uses this quote from Shakespeare’s play Henry V, when they are getting 
ready to visit their aunts Mary and Martha.   Why does she say this? 

Have a look at these other quotations from Shakespeare. What do you think they 
mean?  Have you heard people say any of them?  Can you think of times when you 
could say them? 

 “All that glisters is not gold” (The Merchant of Venice) 

 “The course of true love never did run smooth” (Midsummer’s Night Dream) 

 “The world’s my oyster” (The Merry Wives of Windsor) 

 “This above all, to thine own self be true” (Hamlet) 

 “Neither a borrow nor a lender be” (Hamlet) 

 

Colours and feelings 

“Grief is Grey” is the title of one of the chapters in this book.  

Do you agree?  Why do you think Michael Morpurgo has used this colour for grief? 

What colours do you think match the feelings below?  Talk about each one, and give 
reasons for your answers – there may be different opinions in your group! 

 Happiness 

 Anger 

 Peacefulness 

 Boredom 

 Loneliness 

 Excitement 

Or you could have a go at this in the opposite way!  What feelings do these colours 
make you think of? 

 Red 

 Blue 

 Green 

 Yellow 

 Purple 

 Black 
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Ideas for activities 

Walter Tull 

Find out all about Walter Tull from books (see the titles above), and from the 
internet. 
Make a fact file sheet about him – decide together what you think are the most 
important facts to go on this sheet. 

 

Scrapbook activity  

The book Walter Tull’s Scrapbook describes his life in the first person, in a scrapbook 
format. 

Have a go at creating a scrapbook story of your life, or part of your life – you can do 
drawings, and stick in photographs and mementos.  This might be something that 
you start doing in your group, and then carry on with as a kind of diary! 

 

Research and tell 

Find out as much as you can about one of the following, and prepare a two minute 
presentation about it. 
This could be a straight talk, or a simple Power Point presentation; you could use 
pictures or objects to illustrate your talk. 

Each person in the group can research a different thing – or you could work in pairs. 
Then you can hold a special session when everyone gives their presentations. 

 

 Remembrance Day 

 Blighty 

 Zeppelins 

 Royal Flying Corps 

 No Man’s Land 

 the Victoria Cross 

 

Wartime propaganda posters 

These posters are used to introduce several chapters in this book –eg. ‘Play the 
Greater Game and Join the Football Battalion’.  Have a look at the poster activity in 
our Chatterbooks WW1 pack. 

 

http://readingagency.org.uk/children/003-tips/wwi-chatterbooks-activity-pack.html
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Family tree 

Have a look at some examples of family trees, and 
then draw Michael’s family tree, putting in Michael, 
Roy, Leroy, Martha, Mary and Maman, and Leroy’s 
parents – showing how they are related to each 
other. 

You could also do your own family tree. 

 

 

 

 

 

Stories we tell 

Imagine that you have been sent an old photograph, of a relation you had not 
previously known about, and, like Michael, you find an old document hidden behind 
the photo which tells you more about this person. 

Who might it be? What is their story?  
This framework may help when you start to build your story 

 

          The story behind the picture    

Is the photo of a man/woman/girl/boy?  

What do they look like?  

How old do you think the photo is?  

How do you feel, what do you think 
when you look at the photo? 

 

You’ve found the document – what is it? 
e.g. a diary, letter, newspaper cutting, or something else? 

 

What might the document tell you about the person? 
e.g. who they are, something that’s happened to them 

 

Why was the document behind the photo?  

Any clues to research?  

You show your family: can they tell you more?  
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More books set in times of war - by Michael Morpurgo 
 
 

Title Theme Publisher ISBN 

Dear Olly War: landmines HarperCollins 978-0006753339 

Farm Boy Sequel to War 
Horse 

HarperCollins 978-0007450657 

Friend or Foe WW2 Egmont 978-1405233378 

Little Manfred WW2 and after HarperCollins 978-0007491636 

Shadow Afghanistan HarperCollins 978-0007339617 

The Amazing 
Story of 
Adolphus Tips 

WW2 HarperCollins 978-0007182466 

The Best 
Christmas 
Present in the 
World 

WW1 Egmont 978-1405215183 

The Mozart 
Question 

WW2 Walker 978-1406312201 

Toro! Toro! Spanish Civil War HarperCollins 978-0007107186 

War Horse WW1 Egmont 978-1405226660 

Michael 
Morpurgo: From 
War Child to 
War Horse 

Biography by 
Maggie 
Fergusson 

HarperCollins 978-0007531769 

 
And for first-hand accounts from soldiers in World War 1, see the wide range of 
podcasts on the Imperial War Museum’s website  including one entitled 
Conscientious Objection.   

http://www.1914.org/podcasts/
http://www.1914.org/podcasts/podcast-37-conscientious-objection/

